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ABSTRACT: The Indian Freedom Struggle would be incomplete without mentioning the contributions of 
women. The sacrifice made by the women of India will occupy the foremost place. It contains an 
autobiographical narrative of ordinary middle class women from all over India especially from Darjeeling, 
Kurseong and Kalimpong who did not participate in any public national activity due to social constraints. 
Yet within the domestic sphere their lives were affected by political changes in the public sphere and it is 
important to understand that how women made sense of their experiences and activities. Since, from within 
the domestic sphere women undertook significant political activities and such activities cannot be seen as a 
prerogative of actors within the public sphere only, just as politics cannot be the prerogative of the public 
sphere only. The women in Indian households realigned their domestic roles to accommodate the nationalist 
cause and faced various tortures, exploitations and hardships to earn us freedom. 
Keywords : Role of Hill Women, Domestic Sphere, Struggle for Freedom 
Introduction 
The global experience indicates that the 
participation of women in the political process is 
marginal or rather lows in any political system 
whether it is in developed or under developed 
countries,. There is a lack of self esteem or socio-
economic cultural environment and even political 
environment which are responsible for women’s 
marginal participation in politics. Thus, this reveals 
that self-esteem, standing in the society and the 
culture which puts maximum premium on the male, 
instable political environment and absence of 
political ideology are the factors which greatly 
influenced the extent of women’s political 
participation.  
In the early decades of the present century 
women’s entries into politics were visible. It was 
under the leadership of Mahatma Gandhi there was 
a massive participation of women in the nationalist 
movement. Gandhi was able to reach out to women 
and draw them into the vertex of the freedom 
movement. Since, Gandhi could not fully abandon 
gender bias and in some way perpetuated the 
traditional image of the Indian women, but he did 
manage to appeal to women to join the movement. 
It is maintained that in the national struggle the 
participation of women especially those who were 
in key position were from the elite class. These 
elite women did provide organizational base and 
ideas and vision to the masses of women, but on 
the other hand not much has been written about 
thousands of in famous women who were poor and 
had rural background, though they in their own 
humble way had participated in the national 
struggle for freedom. Thus, it would be unfair if we 
do not take into account the role of those 
flamboyant personalities, their dedicated works, 
spectacular acts of courage and of silent but solid 
constructive activity or grim battle against imperial 
exploitation.  
From the second quarter of the 19
th
 century the 
years of social reforms for women helped them to 
come forward and participate in many ways, both 
directly and indirectly, formally and informally, 
with support and backup or many which are now 
been unrecognized. Thus, following the clarion call 
of Mahatma Gandhi there was a huge increase in 
the participation of women which is well 
documented. Changes were visible in other parts of 
India, the hill division contrary to public 
imagination of the rest of India too felt the ripples 
of the changing times. The paper deals with the 
nature of changes as was first felt in the domestic 
sphere and how it had major influence on the 
women of the region. 
The present paper highlights the role of hill women 
against the backdrop of the nationalist movement, 
within the domestic sphere and the by the 
collection of few dynamic real life stories of those 
subaltern women living in Darjeeling and its 
adjoining areas. We have also tried to interpret 
social realities and the life world, how it becomes 
difficult for them to work and accentuate their 
political implications.  
Awakening of Political Consciousness among the 
Hill Women 
The awakening of women due to the efforts of few 
great freedom fighters created a tremendous 
momentum of enthusiasm in Darjeeling and 
Kurseong and gradually these small groups of 
women in Kurseong felt oppressed by conventional 
practices, traditional image and subservient role of 
women. They took the advantage of opportunities 
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provided by the leaders of the Nationalist 
Movement and came forward to open up school in 
the region. The evolution of women’s role from 
private to public life was mainly influenced by the 
movement. 
With the spread of education, many women of the 
region came out of the cloistered shelter of the 
house and started taking keen interest in the 
activities of the movement by attending its 
meetings and contributing money to its funds. 
Since, Gandhi was the first person who visualized 
mass participation of women in the struggle for 
freedom; it had the greatest impact on the status of 
women. There was a tremendous wave of 
enthusiasm among the fragile and frail women of 
India and so women of our region i.e. Darjeeling 
also did not lag behind in sharing the sorrow and 
sufferings of their motherland and participated in 
the nationalist movement. However, the 
inflammatory writings and speeches of Maya Devi 




 August 2012, a local newspaper called the 
Himalaya Darpan published from Kalimpong West 
Bengal carried an article entitled ‘Swatantrata 
Senani Narbir Lama Ka Parivaar Momo Bechna 
Badhya’ (Freedom Fighter Nabir Lama’s Family 
Compelled To Sell Momo). 
In the long nationalist struggle for independence 
the contribution of men in the public sphere were 
well recorded and even celebrated. However, one 
should realize that the widows and companions of 
those nationalist men have shouldered 
extraordinary pain without a sign and with no 
complains. But the nation has not realized it nor 
has anybody remembered it. We find a lot of names 
of men who sacrificed their lives for the nation and 
is been well recorded in books, in memoirs, 
biographies, inscriptions etc. whereas, those wives, 
mothers and nurturers who agreed with their 
husbands and took the family responsibility on 
their shoulders, making the path of their husband 
lighter, their names are never mentioned. The 
contribution of women in the household who stood 
as pillars of support for their husbands throughout 
the movement primarily in the domestic sphere 
have been inadequately acknowledged in Indian 
nationalist historiography. It was only in the 
decades after independence, newspapers and 
vernacular literature published the reminiscences of 
women’s domestic nationalist activities.   
There are several questions that arise in one’s 
mind. Why is it that the contribution of ordinary 
middle- class women such as those described above 
has not been included in the memory of the nation? 
What was the nature of nationalist activities of 
ordinary middle class women within the domestic 
sphere of India? How did women confined to the 
domestic sphere understand and articulate their 
own contributions to the political movement? 
Family Dynamics 
During the non-cooperation movement the direct 
women’s participation in the public sphere was not 
significant and women were actively encouraged 
by nationalist leaders to make their political 
contributions from within the domestic spheres. 
During the civil disobedience movement the public 
activities of women were more pronounced. There 
were many upper caste women who were still 
confined to the domestic sphere, family dynamics 
were important in encouraging women to express 
themselves politically. The women exposed to 
nationalist family in their parental homes and in 
conjugal households were in a very different 
situation from those women who faced unfavorable 
family attitudes and circumscribed family 
circumstances. 
In the eastern India, particularly in Darjeeling 
district, most of the women whether as unmarried 
in their father’s house or married in their husband’s 
house there were some degree of restriction even in 
the Nepali Community. Thus there were few 
situations where the women could make limited 
visits outside their homes if male members of their 
family escorted them. 
However, in the parental home, primarily the 
mother was the support for an activist if the father 
was involved in the public sphere or serving a long 
jail sentence. Hence, the mother was primary 
source of emotional support. Beside this she was 
also responsible for the family’s livelihood. Where 
as, in other circumstances if the father or husband 
opposed any nationalist activity within the house 
women used to conduct such activities 
clandestinely. Thus, the similar case was with the 
great women freedom fighter Putalimaya Devi. She 
paid no heed to her civil servant father’s pro- 
British stance and continued with her activities. On 
the other hand when men tried to persuade their 
womenfolk to participate or encouraged them for 
the movement, the women usually refused to come 
out from the domestic sphere. This was due to the 
fact that during those days it was a tradition that the 
women from the good families did not come out of 
the house. There was also certain responsibility of 
older women for the cultural reproduction of the 
nation and at certain historical junctures govern the 
most appropriate behavior, appearances and 
conduct of other women.  
However, women organized themselves as both 
imparters and recipients of nationalist information. 
In the domestic sphere in order to facilitate their 
own activities it was important for women to 
maintain links with political activities in the public 
domain. Thus, women kept themselves informed of 
wider political development.  
Domestic Values 
Gandhi believed in self-rule and self- reliance in 
the sense that it is the responsibility of every 
individual in the context of the community. For 
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Gandhi self-reliance did not only mean liberation 
from British colonial rule but also internal 
liberation from the dominant classes and capitalists. 
The achievement of this is through spinning khadi 
and production for self consumption, even if on a 
small scale. Along with it self-reliance also 
minimized one’s material wants and disciplined 
one’s mind and body, preparing in every way for 
the hardship and potential deprivation of a non-
violent struggle. In Gandhi’s opinion, swaraj (home 
rule), swadeshi (the use of self made goods) and s 
goods swavalambh (self-reliance) were linked 
together. Thus, self made goods became Gandhi’s 
platform and liking political with individual 
freedom. Beside this, Gandhi argues that colonial 
rule would be contested from both the political and 
economic platforms. Thus, a powerful nationalist 
statement like spinning khadi on the charkha which 
showed that not  only could domestic values be 
associated with nationalist activities in the public 
sphere such as in the picketing of foreign cloth 
shops, but that nationalist activities also could be 
taken into and performed within the domestic 
sphere. In the public domain men and women wore 
Khadi as a mark of national pride.  
Although through literature and public speeches 
ideas about spinning and weaving khadi were 
propagated. The women by spinning, weaving and 
selling khadi could help in their own liberation by 
gaining a modicum of economic independence. 
Thus, this process of achieving self sufficiency 
through producing swadeshi cloths also helped the 
national liberation struggle.  
Since, it was necessary to support and coordinate 
the efforts of women involved in spinning and 
weaving to form local organizations which 
encouraged constructive work and also had access 
to purdah bound women. Women individually took 
the initiative in forming such organizations.   
For example the Mahila Samiti (Women’s 
Organization) in Kurseong was established in 1935 
by Putalimayadevi Poddar who was then only 15 
year old. She realized that women too required a 
platform through which they could participate 
equally with the men in the freedom movement of 
India. She was intuitive enough not to just restrict 
the feelings of patriotism among the adult men and 
women but made women the messengers of the 
message of patriotism to be taken back home and to 
encourage the children so that the entire 
community gets motivated and inspired by the 
feeling of nationalism. With this objective in mind, 
she also formed the women organization that 
manufactured Khadi cloths and were taught to 
spread patriotic feelings among the children. 
In Mahila Samiti the women publicly started 
preaching the nationalist movement by keeping the 
photograph of Gandhiji. In all the hill sub-
divisions- Kurseong, Darjeeling and Kalimpong the 
Congress Samiti began to hold a strong position. 
The main objective of this organization was health 
and hygiene, education etc. The women who were 
very sick were taken to the hospital along with their 
kids and families for regular checkup and to 
provide them with necessary medicines etc. Beside 
this the women were also given the knowledge 
about the values of education and the importance of 
education for their child and getting them admitted 
in school. They were also provided with the 
knowledge of rearing their children, health and 
hygiene etc. The effort made by this organization 
led to the decrease of physical violence against the 
women by their husband to a very great extent. In 
1935 Gorkha Dukh Niwarak Sammelan was 
organized in association with this women 
organization. 
Thus, in this way the spinning and weaving of 
khadi in the domestic sphere enlightened women 
towards the notion of loving one’s nation and side 
by side made themselves economic independent in 
the absence of their husband. On the other hand, 
the vow of swadeshi was also transformed from its 
political under pinning to religious and moral 
issues.  
Sacrifices of Family 
However, women in their own homes fasted and 
conducted nationalist religious prayers. This 
activity was associated with the Hindu religious 
beliefs of purification of the body, mind and soul 
and closely associated with the Hindu concept of 
dharma. Thus, for personal survival food is 
necessary and fasts can be turned into a public 
political weapon. It was through fasting women 
were also completing their essential religious duties 
(dharma).  
Hence, the fasting of women for the wellbeing of 
their husbands, sons and brothers who were serving 
jail sentences was extended to the idea of fasting 
for the nation and with this closely aligning the 
domestic sphere with nationalist politics. The 
women fasted within the confines of the domestic 
domain as a way to identify with the sufferings of 
their husbands in prison and also the nationalist 
movement. She knew that her husband was 
carrying out hunger strikes and her own fasting 
enabled her to support her struggle of husband. 
In accordance with the political demands women 
conceptualized their roles as wives. It was not an 
easier for women to bear a long separation from her 
husband and to face the mental and physical trauma 
of his imprisonment and disappearance for a week, 
months or so. Therefore, on the end it was to 
undertake another form of sacrifice which showed 
the strength of will, steadfastness of purpose and 
fortitude in the face of adversity. It was natural that 
if any member of the family is imprisoned on the 
public site, the other members of the family on the 
domestic sphere were also naturally affected. 
Sharda Devi a Nepali middle class woman was 
married to a freedom fighter Durga Malla. She was 
left alone just three days after her marriage. Her 
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husband got an emergent call from his unit to go 
for war even before his newly married bride could 
get acquainted with him. Thus, it should be noted 
that for a newly bride in a new social environment 
she encounters in the absence of her husband, how 
hard was the situation for her to get acquainted 
even with her husband family. Besides, she might 
have found it too hard to imagine her husband to 
participate in a war in such short period of time. 
Durga Malla was actively engaged in anti-British 
activities in his locality. His anti-British activities 
led his family frequently subjects to severe 
interrogation by the British Government. 
Sometimes, the authorities would break into the 
houses and fine them.  
For her to stoically bear a long separation from her 
husband and to face the mental and physical trauma 
of his imprisonment and disappearance for months 
on end was to undertake another form of sacrifice 
which showed strength of will, steadfastness of 
purpose and fortitude in a face of adversity. Hence, 
separation from their husbands, the social burden 
of women increased and their political 
responsibility gets reorganized by the necessity of 
them assuming the place of the absent men.  
On 27 March 1944, when he was on a mission to 
collect information of the enemy camps, at Ukhrul 
in Manipur near Kohima he was captured by the 
soldiers of enemy side. In such a situation where 
there is an imprisonment of the family members 
within the domestic sphere the other members of 
the family also gets badly affected. He was given a 
death sentence by the Court Martial, the court of 
trial before which he was tried at Red Fort. Sharda 
Devi was brought before him as the last resort. He 
gave his wife his last words by saying, “Sharda, I 
am sacrificing my life for the freedom of my 
motherland. You need not be worried and 
distressed”. “Crores of Hindustanis will be with 
you after my death. The Sacrifice I am offering, 
shall not go in vain. India shall be free. I am 
confident; this is only a matter of time” (Gorkhas in 
India 8
th
 June 2014). 
However, one should note that there were 
thousands of middle class women who were 
offering a silent contribution in the nationalist 
movement from the domestic sphere have never 
been mentioned. How women have led their lives 
in the absence of her husband who were jailed or 
killed or dead 
The social burden of women increased when 
separated from their husbands and their political 
responsibility got reorganized by the necessity of 
them assuming the place of the absent men. Thus, 
nationalist politics entered the home and it altered 
and affected women’s lives. When the men folk 
were active in the nationalist movement the women 
were left to manage the household finances and 
raise children. Most of the women were in purdah 
and had never step out of their house for earning or 
employment. Hence, it was the circumstances that 
forced few women to step out of the house into the 
public domain.  
The famous Nepali freedom fighter Narbir Lama 
whose wife Jeetmaya Tamang was an ordinary 
housewife. Nabir Lama had three children Deuki 
Lama (Pradhan), Lila Lama (Gurung) and Pushpa 
Lama. Pushpa lama was the youngest one.  One 
day her husband left home to join the movement 
leaving her and the children alone. Pushpa Lama 
was then only five years old. Her mother was left 
with no other option and had to look for avenues to 
earn a livelihood. As her mother was uneducated 
she opted to open a food stall on the roadside. It 
was not a restaurant but an open shop on a table 
under the sky where she used to sell tea, sailroti 
(traditional Nepalese bread) and momos. Their life 
was full of hardship because the income was not 
sufficient for survival. The condition was worst 
because Kalimpong was a hilly region and less 
developed and the standard of living was very low. 
People could hardly afford to buy anything and 
eatables were hardly purchased. Her mother had to 
request people to buy something from her shop so 
that she could earn something. Pushpa was the 
youngest among the siblings thus she used to 
follow her mother to the shop. She used to sit with 
her whole day in the shop. The income that they 
used to get was so less that they could not even 
afford to buy enough rice for the family. She then 
had to step outside the house as the responsibility 
of the family fell on her shoulder. In the beginning 
she was quite hesitant but she had no other choice 
then to sell tea and momos (traditional Nepali food) 
on the roadside of a market in Kalimpong. This 
way she tried to manage her family in the absence 
of her husband as she was helpless. 
During the nationalist movement this respondent 
was a housewife but due to the difficult social 
circumstances women were allowed or rather 
compelled to step out in public.  
Thus, Narbir Lama’s own children grew up without 
his love and security. His contribution in the 
nationalist movement resulted in his family 
suffering financially and his daughter Pushpa Lama 
who had committed herself to the movement by 
remaining unmarried and taking care of her mother. 
Hence, both Pushpa Tamang and her mother 
sacrificed not only marriage but also motherhood, 
economic security and the social status associated 
with marriage. Pushpa Lama sacrificed a stable 
future in order to protect her mother in the absence 
of her father. Her domestic life was or became 
closely associated with the political movement. 
During, course of the movement many women did 
not see their husbands for long periods of time. 
Amongst the most unfortunate of them became 
widows when their husbands were hanged or died 
after contracting diseases in jail. Thus, the stability 
of women’s domestic lives was wrecked due to 
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this. Therefore, to keep up the nationalist spirit they 
did not complain instead accepted widowhood as a 
nationalist sacrifice. The women faced their 
widowhood alone as they were left with no other 
choice.  
A book named “The collected works of Mahatma 
Gandhi, Volume XXV”, Gandhi too wrote 
generously about the valiant freedom fighter from 
Darjeeling. It tells the story of a nationalist, Dal 
Bahadur Giri. A great freedom fighter Dal Bahadur 
was an illustrious person. He was the single and 
supreme Congress worker in Darjeeling District. At 
the time of non cooperation movement the Gorkhas 
and the Hill men were strong supporters of the 
British regime, as such the British Government did 
not allow any person to preach spirit of 
independence amongst them. Therefore they placed 
Dal Bahadur in jail several times and classified him 
with thieves, dacoits, scoundrels only to teach him 
a lesson, and force Dal Bahadur to take their meals. 
Dal Bahadur did not eat fish, flesh or onions. 
Therefore, he just ate only dry rice or bread with 
salt and that too very smilingly.  
After his death his wife Krishnamaya Chettri’s all 
hopes of life were crushed. After the death of Giri 
his family faced a very miserable life. He left 
behind a helpless widow and children. Giri had five 
children namely, Matri, Durga, Mahavir, Satyadevi 
and Dharma kumar Giri. Krishnamaya as being the 
wife of such a great freedom fighter had to face 
many challenges. She lost her husband and tears 
had become her destiny. But she was a very strong 
support for her husband Dal Bahadur Giri. She was 
a very courageous woman and always encouraged 
her husband in his mission to work for the country, 
even if it meant sacrificing family life. In spite of 
all the hardships, she always had a smile on her 
face.  
However, there is a specific purpose of making the 
people aware of the indirect involvement of family 
members in the nationalist movement as well as the 
effects of the movement on their individual lives.  
Thus, the women’s spirits were kept together with 
the thought that all nationalist activities were for 
the highest goal, the Indian independence. Women 
felt that their sacrifices were supreme and it was for 
a good cause. Therefore, fasting, facing domestic 
stability and losing their life companions without 
complaint were unparalleled sacrifices made by 
women in the domestic sphere as a form of 
resistance to the oppressive British rule. 
Women as Mothers in Nationalist Movement 
The British have always criticized Indian 
motherhood. The controversial book ‘Mother 
India’ by Katherine Mayo (1927), highlighted the 
inertia, helplessness, lack of initiative and 
originality and sterility of enthusiasm, as some of 
the characteristic of Indian men and thus was one 
of the many who questioned the adequacy of Indian 
‘masculinity’. She identified that forced 
motherhood as one of the features of subordination 
of women in India and an indicators of India’s 
unfitness for self-rule.  
Beside this, when men were busy in nationalist 
activities or serving long jail sentences, the mothers 
were the only sole guardians of children. The 
children were made aware by their mother with the 
popular nationalist vocabulary and with the 
important goal of becoming enlightened future 
citizens of the nation. The mother also had the 
responsibility to create a congenial environment 
within the household and to inform and educate her 
children on the political events. 
Kalawati Dewan Chettri, a Hindu middle class 
woman from Kurseong was married to a freedom 
fighter Harish Chettri. Mrs. Chettri had a strong 
feelings about the importance and responsibilities 
of mothers both towards the nation and the 
domestic sphere i.e. husband and children. She also 
emphasized the importance of home and children in 
women’s lives. She was confined to domestic 
sphere and has expressed no displeasure about this. 
Her husband Harish Chettri was a nationalist and 
had devoted his life serving the nation. Thus, in the 
absence of her husband she as being a good 
housewife and a mother gave her a personal 
satisfaction. She saw it as apolitical support for her 
husband who was very active in public sphere. 
According to her, she never went to jail nor led any 
procession but rather she preferred to serve her 
husband as a housewife. She also said that in the 
absence of her husband to look after the families 
responsibility fell on her shoulders. As her 
daughter Malati was then not even one year old. 
Thus, to manage the house and the baby was her 
first duty. Hence, the political duties towards the 
nation could be fulfilled through the domestic 
sphere.  
Therefore, the women as a mother influenced and 
exercised a great amount of power over their 
children, particularly their sons. The symbolism 
associated with mothers enhanced their 
significance for the nation and the struggle for 
independence. Thus, the women though not 
surprising that found it an appealing identity and 
the honor and respect associated with it enhanced 
their confident.  
Women as Source of Strength and Support 
In the nationalist movement the political activists 
who were needed someone to look after their 
family in their absence. Thus, there was a need to 
have someone at home to take care about the 
family members. The children and the elderly 
members were the chief responsibility within the 
family.  There are circumstances which were 
different for each family. For instances, there is an 
example of such nuclear families where both the 
husband and wife are involved in the movement. 
Hence, the responsibility of children had to be 
shouldered by neighbors or relatives. There is a 
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case of Freedom fighter Mayadevi Chettri who was 
also involved in the nationalist movement along 
with her husband Dil Bahadur. They became busy 
with public life and hardly had any time to deal 
with family affairs. The responsibility of her 
children was shouldered by her aunt Karki Sardani. 
At home her aunt had always control of the rein. 
The responsibility of nurturing of children fell on 
her shoulder. Thus, one should note that the 
participation in the nationalist movement does not 
have to be on the streets only; the help provided by 
Maya Devi’s aunt was also in a way serving the 
nationalist cause by helping Maya Devi. 
However, in the nationalist activities some women 
saw involvement more as a way of supporting  men 
folk in jail, while facilitating their desire at the 
same time to stay close to their husbands. The 
women’s emotional loyalty towards their husbands 
and sons was an expression of commitment to the 
movement as well. There are often cases where the 
parental families are against their sons and 
daughters involvement in the nationalist 
movement. At some point of time the activists even 
were disown by their parental families. The same 
case resembles with the woman freedom fighter 
Putalimayadevi Poddar. Her father Madan lama 
disowned his daughter for the nationalist 
involvement.  Hence, the parental support was 
important. But it created a conflict within joint 
family household. 
Contrarily, in case of the great freedom fighter Dal 
Bahadur Giri’s wife Krishnamaya Giri allowed her 
eldest son Mahavir Giri who was then only 15 
years old to join the movement. She was too happy 
to see her young son to participate in the historic 
journey of Dandi march along with Gandhi.  They 
were successful in covering the journey of 240 
miles and reached Dandi on 5
th
 April 1930. On the 
very next day they broke salt law of the 
administration. Mahavir Giri along with Gandhiji 
was imprisoned for this act. Therefore, like his 
father he was seen active in the movement along 
with Gandhiji. Thus, the real source of strength and 
support behind this was his mother.  
The women faced the hardship and isolation as the 
movement demanded so. But there was a fear that 
the deteriorating domestic conditions could put a 
moral strain on men and might force them seeking 
pardon from the British Government. Thus, the 
women showed their strong will power and through 
it they were emotionally committed to their 
families and in the way supported the nationalist 
cause. 
There were many women who faced huge crisis in 
domestic sphere when their husband was jailed. 
Beside this, there were many instances where if one 
family member was in prison, the police would 
come looking for other family members. Not only 
this, the police would also break into their houses, 
sell off their animals, burn their crops and even fine 
them. Thus, in such circumstances the neighbors 
were ready to offer support.  
Therefore, the neighbors help was often 
spontaneous and unconditional. Sometimes, the 
neighborhood organized them to give nationalist 
support. Thus, their support came at a moment of 
crisis and created an environment of support and 
concern.  
The British Administration as known to everyone 
was very strict, ruthless, heartless race and their 
punishment were very harsh. Any unusual act by 
the Indian was considered the disrespect on their 
part. Whole of India was facing such torture and 
injustice during the period. Hence, Bengal was not 
left alone. In Bengal the revolutionaries often hide 
in villages to escape imprisonment. They were 
helped by the villagers and provided with food. The 
people in the village used to make tea in large 
cauldrons and call the revolutionaries by the name 
athiti (guests).  
In the nutshell, many women never crossed the 
boundary of domestic sphere to political but were 
able to identify with the nationalist movement by 
supporting their husband’s activities, managing the 
husband and the children during the economic 
crisis, providing moral support to the other women 
activists and looking after their children. Hence, 
these women faced many mental trauma of long 
separation from husbands and facing hardships 
created by political exigencies was considered their 
own term of nationalist contribution. Thus, within 
the domestic sphere the transformations often 
reflected the intimate connections between the 
home and the nation, the public and the private. 
The roles of women within the domestic sphere 
were shaped by nationalist politics in the public 
sphere.  
Secret Activities within the Domestic Sphere 
However, the women in the domestic sphere 
specifically decided to support the revolutionary 
organization through subversive acts. In the context 
of Bengal the revolutionary women’s activities 
within the domestic sphere, For the secret activities 
domestic sphere was a useful location since the 
police were less suspicious of the activities of 
women and were cautious of encroaching on the 
privacy of domestic sphere, since it was especially 
seen as the women’s space. In an environment of 
politically sensitive any encounter between police 
and women was widely publicized by the media 
and could lead to further disturbances. Primarily 
the women were involved in holding secret 
political meetings, shifting people and proscribed 
literature from place to place and even passing on 
information to hiding men activists.  
Putalimayadevi Poddar a Hindu middle class 
woman from Kurseong was involved in the 
nationalist movement. She remained as backward 
participants of the movement for few initial 
periods. It was done so because there was a need 
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when the time will come where we would require 
some members who would help us without getting 
noticed by the police. So Saryu Prasad Poddar 
asked Puttalimaya to stay invisible and not to be an 
active member which could help the movement in 
time of great need. To become a member of the 
Congress was too risky due to the strict 
administration of the British rule. The members 
were in constant vigilance and at any time they 
might get arrested due to their activities against the 
administration. Thus Saryu Prasad Poddar decided 
the youth members to perform social work rather 
than political and bring the local people closer to 
the Congress party. Beside, her parents too were 
against the involvement in the nationalist 
movement. Initially she avoided confronting her 
father and tried to work her way around the familial 
constraints. Therefore, she realized that all 
nationalist activities had to be undertaken 
clandestinely while maintaining a united domestic 
façade. For example, her mother was very sick and 
there were three younger sisters at home. 
Puttalimaya was the eldest among the three siblings 
and everyday she used to clean, make breakfast for 
the family and do all the everyday household 
chores. She used to feed her younger sisters and 
make them ready for school. Beside this she used 
to look after her father, prepare his meals and send 
him to the office. She used to look after her sick 
mother giving her medicine and prepare lunch for 
the family. 
However, the eldest earning male member of the 
family in Indian households is supposed to be 
reversed especially by the women. His wife, sisters 
or daughters well looked after his domestic needs 
such as for food and cloths. For example, for the 
next day his cloths will be washed and his food 
prepared on time. If a husband denies the women 
the privilege of looking after him by refusing food 
is taken as a serious protest. Therefore, her 
consciousness of the political situation and her 
desire to support the nationalist cause led her to get 
round these domestic constraints. When Putalimaya 
Poddar’s father was away at work she started to 
organize secret meeting with people in hiding. The 
constraints at home did not stop her from moving 
outside, though she was aware that it was very 
dangerous if the administration gets hold of her. 
She was a very smart lady and was able to handle 
secret information or letters to the active freedom 
fighters in Public. Hence, there were many women 
who carried on this clandestine activities so that 
every thing in the house appear to be normal and it 
was possible only because the understanding 
between the female members in the house.  
Women in their role as messengers were less 
suspect than men and kept informed about the 
political development to those activists who were 
hiding. 
The household were often used as hideous by 
political suspects or political prisoners who were 
on the run. Usually in such cases both male and 
female members were politically involved.  Since, 
women were less prone to suspicion the 
responsibility for moving people in hiding from 
one domestic place to another fell on their 
shoulders. For such clandestine activities the 
women effectively used their domestic roles as 
wives, mothers and sisters. 
There are many incidents where women had played 
a commendable role in transporting, shifting and 
hiding ‘wanted’ revolutionary from one town to the 
other. The women have put their lives at risk 
through their clandestine activities.  
The women also hide the contraband literature and 
distribute copies to other families in a locality. 
Sometimes there was an emergency to move the 
literature from one hiding place to another. Certain 
men folk at times from families in the 
neighborhood objected to this material hiding. 
These men would tell their wives of getting caught 
someday and hence ask their wives to return the 
material. 
There are also incidences of hiding ammunition, 
pistols and other kinds of arms for revolutionaries. 
Generally the hiding place was either the fields or 
near the house well and brought them out when the 
husband or friends required it. It was through these 
clandestine activities, the domestic spheres 
emerged as a site of both resistance and 
subordination. 
Conclusion 
Therefore, within the domestic sphere the 
nationalist activities of women also suggest that 
political activism does not always involved 
engaging with formal political machinery instead 
domestic spaces can become sites of political 
practices. The women in Indian households 
realigned their domestic roles to accommodate the 
nationalist cause. The women when they lost their 
family members, they not only suffered grief and 
sorrow but their responsibilities towards 
themselves and their nearest kin had to be 
reorganized. Thus, the responsibilities of the 
family, the education of children, dealing with loss 
of income and shortage of food fell on their 
women’s shoulders. Only few women returned to 
their parental homes, shouldering the economic 
strains in their husband’s homes.  
Therefore, the political act was identified by the 
women respondents as one which supported the 
nationalist cause or expressed nationalist feelings 
irrespective of whether it was located within the 
domestic or public sphere. The political turmoil 
affected the entire household and the women had to 
resolve the conflicts and contradictions that any 
form of nationalist activities created for them. 
Hence, the awareness the women had to survive 
without inhibiting the commitments of their 
husbands to the nationalist cause helped in the 
development of their own political consciousness.  
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